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Chapter 1
Chapter Text
Andrew never liked smoking while driving. Not only was it a deeply rooted habit of courtesy to not indulge in confined spaces that were shared with others but it was also an activity that required him to take a hand off the steering wheel. Any small degree of control he could have was like a drop of clean water in a hateful desert forged with salt instead of sand. A firm grip on the wheel was a tiny seizure of power and every second of one hand removed was like surrendering some valuable agency. Every small piece of control that he could take for himself was cathartic in ways that he couldn’t describe, even with years of poetically stimulating Ashley’s ego just to see her smile under his belt. He took a long, slow drag from the cigarette and exhaled a slightly longer and slower sigh as if trying to express his weariness to his passenger.

Andrew glanced at the occupant of the passenger seat and briefly acknowledged their complicated relationship. It wasn’t something he often confronted but somehow the moment felt like the right one.

“I fucking hate you” Andrew said bitterly with the casual inflection of telling someone that it was a Tuesday. “I always hated you. The only thing I hate more than you is how much I need you.”

The passenger said nothing. The strange, otherworldly trinket that Ashley received as a token of her pact with the demon just sat idle in the seat. Andrew shrugged and silently admitted that he was relieved that he didn’t get an answer. The cursed thing that might as well have come from the basement of a basement underneath an obscure corner of some abyss just remained where he casually dropped it. The only thing it ever did was make him paranoid that it moved ever so slightly when he wasn’t looking and that could have been a visual illusion caused by its shape.

The train of thought was derailed by a sudden fit of muffled whining coming from the trunk of the car. Earlier there was a fit of muffled screaming and banging around. Andrew wondered if his other passenger had knocked herself unconscious while thrashing around. He drowned out the pathetic pleading and took another drag from his cigarette. A tired, mildly annoyed sigh was his response to the protests coming from behind him. There were a lot of situations that he never imagined being party to, and having a woman bound and gagged in the trunk of a car was certainly one of them.

He shrugged nonchalantly. Ashley had pushed and pulled him down a lot of dark holes and into darker thoughts. He had taken lives before. He had coerced people into marching into certain death. In the grand scheme of things it was just natural progression to eventually have an unwilling passenger in the trunk of a car being driven to a secluded spot where he could take another life and get rid of a body. The thoughts rolling around in his head paused and it dawned on him that this was going to be the first murder under his belt where the corpse wasn’t an inconvenient afterthought.

It was kinda funny and annoying that the first slaying that Ashley wasn’t an active participant in was going to be done smartly, and then it was a tad distressing that it was her fault.

Andrew muttered under his breath and drank deep from his feelings. He loved his sister. He really would do anything for her. Things once thought to be unthinkable had become easier and easier to do over the last few months. It didn’t matter how angry or scared he got; he could drop everything and do anything just to see her smile. The part of him that hated himself for it was long dead. As long as he put his best foot forward and at least a cool head, there was always gonna be at least a dim, crimson light at the end of even the darkest, bloodiest tunnel. Things were gonna be hard and uncomfortable here and there, but nothing was impossible.

Well…some things sure a fuck felt impossible. Ashley not being in the passenger seat made the silence feel as alien as the entity she had bargained with. Ashley not being the copilot in his current situation had made things monstrously harder. Today’s episode was a one man show. Two people were going to a secluded spot and it was almost a certainty that only one was leaving. It was a long shot that Andrew would be waking up tomorrow morning with just the evil trinket and Ashley slowly becoming a memory.

Andy’s knuckles went white as he gripped the wheel with enough force to strangle a person. Andrew took a breath and relaxed his strength. The distinction between the two trails of thought was unnerving.

Andrew drew several rasping breaths as he composed himself. Even when Ashley wasn’t nearby to habitually goad him along, he acted as if reacting to a provocation. He hastily wiped at his eyes to erase the slight accumulation of moisture. He missed her dearly and the night was still young. Nearly autonomous movement governed his hand in flicking the cigarette out the window.

The car stopped and Andrew paused before turning it off. Most of the drive had been done with his brain on autopilot. His knuckles hurt from how he gripped the wheel and it took several rasping breaths to get himself composed. He could tell himself a million times that the hard part was over but that would be one of the most useless lies he ever said. He could tell himself that it was all uphill from here but that was most certainly false. He could tell himself that he was doing this for Ashley but deep down he knew that he was doing it for himself. His eyes glanced at the trinket in the passenger seat and again was struck by the odd feeling that it had moved.

“So…” Andrew said slowly to the trinket as if expecting an answer. “You ready?”

He picked up the otherworldly token and exited the car. It left an uncomfortable sensation in his palm to leave it unsupervised in his pocket and wondered if the thing was cursed. Heavy steps guided him to the truing of the car as he inhaled the night air. The smell of the trees and the hint of fading car exhaust hit him like a cup of decaffeinated coffee. Shaking hands rested on the trunk for a moment and he noticed that the whimpering and pleading had stopped. Andrew paused, expecting a steady stream of muffled cursing. Upon getting more silence he opened the compartment and steeled himself for what was coming.

He knew that there was a woman bound, gagged, and with a cloth sack over her head. It wasn’t exactly easy to forget how he overpowered her and tied her wrists behind her back with his own belt. Her ankles were secured with a thick scarf that he found. The cloth sack was just a reusable grocery bag and he found it fitting since he was about to make a delivery of sorts. The helpless woman tilted her head as if trying to address him directly while muttering a final plea for him to reconsider. Andrew silently admitted that something about this display resonated enough in his core to poke what empathy he had left. He glanced around and spoke more to himself than anyone else.

“I suppose the least I can do here is tell Leyley a joke” Andrew said plainly as if he wasn’t looking down at a woman he had just seized like petty cash from an unattended purse.

The figure whined incoherently and wriggled against the restraints. Andrew paid careful attention to make sure that she wasn’t making any progress on freeing herself. After he was satisfied, he continued with an attempt to put in a performative tone.

“A murderer drags his victim into the forest” Andrew began while ignoring the sudden burst of effort his captive gave into struggling against the bindings. “The victim pleads with the killer saying ‘Please mister, I’m scared of the deep, dark woods’.”

The woman let out several muffled screams and thrashed around the trunk, still not getting any closer to freedom. Andrew patiently waited before continuing, letting her tire herself out and settle down so he could continue uninterrupted.

“The killer looks down and responds by saying ‘You’re scared? How the hell do you think I feel? I’m gonna be walking back through them on my own’.”

Andrew smiled a dry smile and nodded to himself. He found it kinda funny and imagined that Leyley would find it really funny. The woman in the trunk started thrashing and panicking again. Apparently she didn’t think it was all that funny. Andrew conceded that given the circumstances, she probably wasn’t even remotely close to being receptive to gallows humor. He waited out her fit and took a moment to muse over how twice in the last few minutes he referred to his dear sister using her nickname. Leyley mattered to him for the same reasons that Ashley mattered to him. It dawned on him that Ashley would always need Andy as much as she needed Andrew. It crossed his mind to let her keep Andy and then it crossed his mind that he really needed to finish what he started. He had taken a risk by coming out earlier and preparing the summoning circle ahead of time. The longer he spent delaying the task at hand, the longer he gambled being spotted.

Andrew hefted the struggling body with little effort. Apparently it had paid off to keep her contained for the whole day. Doubtless she was hungry, thirsty, and oh so very tired from riding in the trunk since the wee hours of the morning with nothing to keep her company other than the sound of the car driving. Her entire world since the early hours had been a dark ride to an unknown location with the occasional stop. He carried her down a mostly forgotten trail into the woods. The struggling and pleading continued and Andrew compared it to an especially pitiful episode.

He didn’t want to take a side trip down memory lane. He was less enthusiastic about revisiting the ordeal that came from being locked in the apartment those weeks ago. Andrew shook his head and elected to not think about how he spent an hour trying to bargain with the warden for food, or how he broke down and cried for an hour after the warden left. Instead the man focused on the big reason why he was shattered by the failure to secure just one pittance of calories: the person who was counting on him.

Andrew felt his footsteps gain purpose as Ashley invaded his thoughts. He suffered a lot for her sake and after having deeply reflected on the events following their escape, he wouldn’t have changed much. The world didn’t matter anymore. It was him and his sister against just about everything.

Plus the demon who had latched onto them. Andrew supposed that it could stick around too. Even if it was a fucking asshole who needed to learn some fucking boundaries.

Andrew reached his destination and casually set the woman down on the dirt. She had stopped struggling and had been sobbing again.

“I don’t know why you’re putting yourself through this” Andrew sighed wearily as he began lighting candles. “You’re making things a lot harder than they need to be. Just a few more minutes and this will all be behind us.”

Andrew mused about how lighting the candles had become an act of muscle memory. It bothered him that he hadn’t felt the need to inspect the summoning circle. He nervously bit his knuckle as he revisited the struggle in the back of his head. He could think of a lot of reasons for how he was doing it for Ashley, but they were all excuses that covered up that he was doing it for himself. His sister would never, ever agree to this. Not even the heaviest hitting of the wrong kind of mushrooms could addle her brain enough to agree to his course of action. Teeth pinched skin almost hard enough to draw blood, shaking him from second guessing himself. The window of opportunity for a do over slammed shut the moment he crossed the line and the woman on the dirt saw him and the aforementioned window was welded shut by the first act of aggression. Andrew lightly tossed the unholy trinket next to the wriggling body.

“Ok, asshole. Let’s trade” Andrew spat with venom on his tongue. “I know I’m not the one you talk to; but I’m all you have right now.”

Andrew strained to perceive how the entity responded. It was as if he had suddenly been ripped from the world he knew and dropped into a nearly identical one. Everything was bathed in a dark crimson and shadows danced in impossible angles. The thing that had manifested several times before was back in all its malicious glory and Andrew had a hard time putting its simple yet impossible visage into words. The woman on the ground stopped and jerked as if to face the demon. Andrew wondered if she could to some extent perceive it even with the sack over her head.

“Rotten Soul” the thing spoke in a gravely whisper that seemed to radiate from everywhere except where it hovered. “What do you offer?”

“Not so fast” Andrew hastily replied. “Let’s make damn sure we’re on the same page. I don’t want a vision. I want my sister back.”

“Tar Soul” the entity said with an amused infection. “Why?”

“I don’t owe you a reason” Andrew stared down the demon with the same tone he’d give a man who was about to feel the kiss of a cleaver. “Do we have a deal or not?”

“Fair trade, this one. Acceptable.”

Andrew felt that sting of vertigo that followed whenever the entity left. His victim was mostly motionless, now only faintly breathing the same way every other soulless body behaved after being offered to the beast. Shaking hands guided a cigarette to his lips and less steady motions set it alight. The fact that the thing had a name for him was unsettling. The detail that it had considered the bargain to be a fair trade felt like a knife in his kidney. A long, deep drag of his medicine helped him bury the gravity of his choices. It felt like every day was a new point of no return and a little more of his humanity fell off with each line crossed. There was a fine line where Andrew ended and Andy began; and the line was now a blurry scribble in the dirt and it was gonna rain.

“Holy fucking shit…you…you brought me back?”

Andrew almost didn’t register his sister’s words. He spent the entire day blocking out that her mostly lifeless body had been in the backseat of the car. It wouldn’t have been ideal if he kept her in the front and someone mistook her vacant stare as a drug overdose that warranted calling the cops. He turned his head to see her stumbling towards the circle and took another dose. A lot of things had been blocked out and pushed down over his solo episode and he wasn’t eager to unpack any of it. It all still felt like a weird dream.

“Never, ever try recharging the thing on your own” Andrew wearily sighed with too many flavors of relief in his voice.

The attempt at trying to scold his sister in a way that demanded to be taken seriously was sabotaged by both his voice and a hug delivered at unexpectedly high velocity. Andrew was knocked down, the cigarette was sent away to an unknown destination, and Ashley was burying her face in his chest.

“I was sooooo worried about you!” Ashley nearly bellowed while squeezing him almost hard enough to deny taking in oxygen. “All I could think about was some tramp sinking her teeth into you without me to protect you!”

Andrew lay without challenging the embrace. Shaking hands rested on her back as her unconventionally unique way of showing that she cared soaked into him.

“All I could think about was getting you back” Andrew sighed. “I’m serious. If we’re doing everything together then that includes demon sacrifices when we absolutely need to.”

“My Andy” Ashley droned almost menacingly as she squeezed a little tighter. “Or my Andrew…whatever the fuck you want me to call you…I’m never ever ever ever ever leaving you alone again!”

Andrew permitted his lips to curl into a dry smile. A few months ago that would have been terrifying. Tonight it was everything he wanted to hear. She finally let go and sat up. Her eyes flashed vividly, telegraphing that she was being overloaded with her chaotic emotions without an ounce of intention of stabilizing herself.

“It let me watch” she finally said as if the concept of a spoken language had been momentarily forgotten in the excitement. “You dropping the body…acting all tough…the soul getting sucked out…fuck that was a rush to watch you take charge.”

“Ashley” he managed to say after a few painful breaths of air. “I mean it. This is the last time I do this on my own to bail you out like this. I literally won’t be able to grab anyone else who it might take as symbolically a fair deal…it’s probably gonna ask for a dozen people or some shit.”

Ashley hurriedly got up and sauntered over to the body in the middle of the offering circle. Her eyes narrowed and her lip quivered with a rage that Andrew had only recently fully gotten used to. Angry, grasping hands clawed at the sack over the soulless woman’s head to reveal who had just taken her place.

Ashley’s jaw dropped and she stared in disbelief. Her face slowly shifted, contorting into a sinister grin. With the grace of a rotting corpse, she turned to look back at Andrew as he lit a new cigarette.

“I’m gonna be honest…I didn’t think you had it in you…” Ashley was practically vibrating with excited energy. “It said that you were about to meta-something kill part of yourself to get me back and I had no fucking idea that it’d be this waste of skin.”

Andrew took a long, slow drag as his monstrous sibling started tearing up while softly smiling at him with a single question on her tongue.

“Does this mean that Andrew is dead and I get to have Andy back?”

“No clue” Andrew said plainly as the implications of the events played on repeat in his head. “All I know for sure is that it’s been a fucking crazy last few days and I just want things to be normal again.”

“Our normal isn’t the world’s normal” Ashley wiped her eyes with her sleeve and kicked the still breathing body in the ribs. “But yeah…we just gotta deal with this first, right?”

Andrew watched as Ashley dropped down and wrapped her hands around the woman’s throat and started squeezing the last bit of life out of her. He took in more of his medication and mused on how he hadn’t let Julia’s name take up space in his thoughts all day. From snatching her in the early hours of the morning, keeping her contained in the trunk of the car all day, migrating along old roads and empty highways to avoid as much detection as possible, and the occasional forced stop to refuel from an allowance of Jerry Cans that he’d topped off the night before; Julia was just a nameless victim. It dawned on him that the whole ordeal could be compared to human trafficking.

It also dawned on him that he’d probably never use her name again. Andrew watched Ashley gleefully strangle her and thought about just how casual it felt. He wasn’t bothered by the sight of his ex being murdered in cold blood at the hands of his sister, after he traded her soul to get his sister back. Shouldn’t the absence of discomfort over the situation be cause for alarm? Andrew drew in more succulent, calming nicotine along with many additives that he never cared to think about. It was also rather curious that Ashley just had a way of making everything different just by being around. Even how he thought about things was changed just by her presence.

“I feel like this should bother me, but it doesn’t.”

“What was that, Andy?” Ashley looked up from her activity of further abusing the corpse with her feet. She put on a performative pouty expression as if having been trapped outside her body and in the collection of a demon hadn't actually happened. “Are you about to tell me to stop having fun and be responsible?”

“I think the body count is getting problematic.”

Ashley stepped away from the body and sauntered into Andrew’s personal space. Her impish grin and narrowed eyes seemed to look through him. It was like she was trying to make eye contact with someone who was someone occupying his space without him realizing it.

Because of course she would rather talk to Andy whenever the opportunity arose.

“You mean it’s suddenly a problem now that you have to make the hard choices and do all of the heavy lifting on your own. Everything’s harder when you don’t have me taking care of you.”

Andrew hesitated before engaging with the game she was playing. Ashley could manipulate Andy very easily. Andrew had better resolve and practical knowledge of how to navigate a personality that might as well have been a radioactive shrapnel bomb dressed like a fortune cookie. Sometimes it felt like the only saving grace Andrew had was that Ashley had a hard time keeping track of where Andrew ended and Andy began. Conversely, Andrew also had difficulty keeping track of that due to the fluctuating nature of his ability to manage his baggage. He tried to shed himself of Andy several times but she always found a sliver of her helpless and scared little toy to resuscitate. The older brother just met her gaze and was confronted by the startling realization that he preferred this to not having her around. He was happy to have her back and suddenly had an idea of how much he loved his sister.

“Hey. Earth to Andy” Ashley gently poked his forehead, growing impatient and uncomfortable with his silence. “Or Andrew…whichever…I guess…somebody…anybody…fucking damnit, say something you big dummy.”

“Did it hurt you?” Andrew growled as her hesitations triggered warning lights in his head. His sister wasn’t one to stop and think about the words she was using. “I’ll”

“There’s my knight in moldy armor” Ashley grinned wide enough that for a moment it seemed like her face might tear to accommodate her expression. “No…just bored me to death. Turns out being a soul in the collection is more of a buzzkill than you.”

Ashley booped Andrew on the nose. The reassurance that he wasn’t sold altered goods relaxed his mood and his fists.

“Ok, hint taken; fun’s over” Ashley lamented before lightly ruffling his hair. “Body. Gotta get rid of it.”

“I drove by a lot of good places to ditch a body” Andrew sighed before crushing and tossing the spent cigarette away. “We’ll just carry it to the car and drive.”

“Where’s the car?”

“We gotta walk,” Andrew replied plainly. “I couldn’t drive into the woods.”

“You could at least have parked close to where you were gonna choose me again” Ashley tried and failed to scowl at the inconvenience, sabotaged by the truth in her statement.

“Fucking demon also could have dragged her to the car for us instead of getting your body out of the car before shoving your soul back in” Andrew grumbled as he stepped towards the lifeless body.

“Probably didn’t want to touch it because of how much you wanted to fuck it” Ashley retorted in something that sounded like it was both a tease and an accusation.

“Didn’t stop it from taking you.”

Andrew pretended that he had just put his foot down and engaged on her level. He told himself that he was standing his ground the only way she understood. He also knew that he was lying. Standing paralyzed by the words repeating in his head while staring into cold, vibrant eyes was something he did whenever he found himself in a situation where anything he did or said just made the wolf bite harder. It seemed that his only saving grace was her thoughts grinding to a halt; apparently in a rare moment of being too surprised to act. Andrew loved these moments because they felt like winning. Andrew hated these moments because it felt like he managed to hurt her back. Andrew hated himself because focusing on the simplest things around her was dancing on a garden of cactus plants wrapped in barbed wire while also on fire.

He hated her for tearing his world apart. He loved her for tearing his world apart.

“Well, I did say ‘Never say never’.” Ashley gave a performative giggle upon getting her composure back. “How cruel…you wanna ravage me and force her ghost to watch while the body is still warm? That’s just mean, even for me, Andy~”

Andrew noticed that she had slipped. It never took her this long to spot and seize an opportunity to poke him.

“It’s too cold out to do that here. We’ll do it in the car where it’s warmer. Plus that way she has to deal with feeling the car rocking.”

A rosy blush encroached Ashley’s face and Andrew wondered if being somewhere between alive and not alive had shaken something in her. Or maybe for once he had bitten back in a tone that sounded too serious to be brushed off as a joke.

Maybe he was the one who changed. His thoughts and focus were a lot more erratic lately. How many times did his brain just change subjects on him just in the last ten minutes? Holy flying fist fuck, today has been a day. It was like he was stuck in a badly written story that had run on longer than it needed to.

“I…well…” Ashley softly murmured while very, very slowly lifting her eyes to meet him again. Andrew didn’t even notice her averting her gaze. “We do come off that way…and I’m not really opposed to it…sooner or later we’re gonna realize that we don’t really have other options and”

Andrew gently ruffled her hair, winning a surprised squeak and an annoyed groan.

“First we take out the trash” Andrew said with a smirk. “Then we head back to the motel. We can talk then.”

Andrew hefted the corpse and gently nudged his sister to start walking.

“What happened to you while I was gone?” Ashley playfully prodded while getting as close to Andrew as possible while paradoxically getting as far from the body as possible.

“What happened was you died for a bit” Andrew answered plainly. “I didn’t like it. Don’t do that to me again.”

“Or what?” Ashley managed to recover and regain a more teasing and almost flirty tone. “You gonna kill me?”

“Worse” Andrew smirked as he turned on his heels, knocking the body’s head against a tree.

“You’re different. I don’t think I like it.”

“I don’t know if I like it either. So let’s get rid of this and get back to the way things were before it took you away from me.”

Ashley gave her brother a teeny tiny bit of space after that. For just a moment she saw a manic gleam in the corner of his eye. It was something she often saw in her reflection whenever she thought of her favorite person in the whole world. Teasing Andrew over the idea of him being as possessive of her as he was of him was fun. Seeing confirmation of it was just a little bit unnerving. She had only ever seen him truly angry twice in her life and both were equally terrifying. Seeing that two faced brother stealing hussy’s head smack against a tree should have made her smile but Andy doing the accidental bashing made it different. She watched him with a profound concern that perhaps she had pushed too far. A soft squeak escaped her lips when he suddenly stepped closer to eliminate the gap that she created.

“But hey” Andrew suddenly said in a very upbeat tone. “We have each other. That’s all we need, right? We can handle this.”

Ashley wanted to relax. She wanted to feel comforted by his words. She wanted to believe that he was still hers. It should have felt empowering that she was his, but it was so new and so sudden that she couldn’t help but feel a little suspicious. Her eyes lingered a moment on his eyes and tried to spot that gleam of rational madness. It was still there and she still wasn’t sure how to feel about it.

The rest of the walk to the car was silent, aside from the sound of Andrew opening the trunk of the car and dropping the body in. Him closing the trunk was also noisy, but somehow not as startling. Ashley got into the passenger seat as if on autopilot and almost didn’t notice Andrew getting in as well. Her eyes fixed on the otherworldly trinket as Andrew dropped it into her lap.

“No more deals without me” Andrew said calmly as if asking a question.

“No more” Ashley agreed softly, once again catching that glittering that reminded her of a cleaver about to hack flesh.

Her eyes widened and her breath halted as he suddenly kissed her cheek. That was definitely different. That wasn’t even remotely on the same level as him absentmindedly curing two fingers around the belt loop in her shorts. That vision they shared when they fled their parent’s nice house with the garden and cozy wood stove suddenly felt a lot closer; and somehow as intense as the threat of having their throats slit in their sleep.

“Hey…Andrew?”

“Yeah?”

“...that felt like you wanna”

“I almost lost you.” Andrew cut her off as he started the engine. “You’re my sister and I love you. Not having you around…made me think about a lot of things that I tried to not think about.”

“So I have to get my soul ripped out to get your attention now” Ashley put on a performative scowl in an attempt to provoke a reaction that was familiar to her and therefore comfortable. “Maybe I’m not interested anymore. Maybe near-death has killed my libido. Maybe I don’t think I can ever love you like that now.”

“Well…that’s your choice” Andrew shrugged. “If I blew it with you…then I’m sorry. If…if you’re still like that…then…I’m done pretending that I’m not. I shouldn’t feel this way about you…it's not normal…but we’ve never been normal. We’re two broken jigsaw pieces that only fit with each other and I accept that.”

“...you’re serious” Ashley whispered almost to herself. “I mean…I did kinda think that it would happen eventually…I’d do a lot of things to keep you tied to me so you could never leave me alone. Fucking you is one of the easier things to imagine.”

“Well…we can talk about it after we get rid of the body. That way we won’t be interrupted again. We’ll deal with that little problem, get some dinner, settle into another crummy motel, and figure things out.”

“If you say her name when we do it, I’m cutting your dick off” Ashley shot him a devious smirk as her head started plotting how to adapt and manage her brother's new demeanor.

“It’s the damnedest thing” Andrew said without missing a beat. “I think I forgot her name until you pulled the sack off her head…and I’m not sure I remember it now. I guess it's already one of those things that we’re never gonna talk about ever again.”

Ashley mused at his words for a moment. His tone had her convinced, for now. She couldn’t recall the name or the face of their first dirty little secret. Another glance at him confirmed that the same familiar spark was still visible in his eyes; or at least she could still reliably imagine that it was there. Her most private moments had occasionally acknowledged that something in her was broken and she started to seriously wonder if he shared some of the same crossed cranial wires. It suddenly became a tiny bit endearing that it was just another thing that kept them welded together.

She wondered if it would be Andy or Andrew who would press his luck when everything was settled. Her head started chipping at the puzzle that was who she was more attracted to.

Andrew. Definitely Andrew. He wouldn’t cry if she got excited and bit him.




Chapter 2
Notes:
Just a short something I wanted to do as a ‘Thank you’ for the kudos and comments, and of course for reading.

Chapter Text
Dim slivers of moonlight crept into the room through tattered shades over the windows. Shadows seemed to bend in unnatural directions when ignored long enough. Andrew tilted his gaze and confirmed that there indeed were spots where corrupted tendrils of darkness were choking out the intrusive light from outside. He drew a deep breath and let out a deeper sigh. It was just another one of the strange things that happened around them ever since they started feeding the demon.

Andrew stopped paying attention to the violations against the natural order that were transpiring in the room. He had gotten used to the peculiar side effects that the world around them suffered when the trinket was charged. First he thought Ashley was being a brat and trying to get a reaction out of him when she started pointing out oddities. Once he started seeing them, discovering the consequences of their actions had become just another of there unconventional sibling activities. A dry smile crept over his face as he lay thinking about how it was comforting to have another thing they did together without any drama or arguments.

A soft yawn drew his attention from his thoughts. Ashley was partially draped over him with her head on his chest. His hand softly traced through her hair and she murmured in her sleep. The bickering hadn’t went away but it was noticeably less punchy. There was no denying that things were getting better between them. They weren’t spending hours silently fuming at each other or getting trapped in spirals of escalation anymore. He was getting angry at her less and she was a bit more empathetic towards his baggage. For the first time since forever, it felt like things were getting better.

His hand rested on her back and the warmth of her body leeched through her bare skin into his fingers. Even before they started having sex, things were getting slowly better. Come to think about it…the changes started after they laid their parents to rest. The last few months brought a slow yet noticeable shift in both of them. Even the nightmares had gotten less frequent and less severe.

Andrew’s smile got a little broader and he deeply inhaled the scent of her shampoo. Gone were the nights where the night terrors were worse than the prospect of letting the real monster cradle him in her claws. Gone were the days where he woke up covered in guilt, shame, and sweat and bracing for how she would inevitably use his weakness as something to hurt him. There were no more nights of needing to sleep with his sister. All he had left were nights where he wanted to sleep with his sister.

Ashley uttered another unintelligible nothing into his chest. For a moment it sounded like she was talking about a green bunny. His muscles relaxed and his eyelids stared to get heavy. Even on a crummy mattress it felt like he was gonna get a good night’s rest.

“Andrew…”

He paused at the sound of a word that he understood. He also could have sworn that suddenly the room got a little darker and his fatigue had spiked. A yawn escaped him and he let himself doze off. He gently kissed Ashley’s forehead and unconsciously gave her a soft squeeze.

“I know he loves me…I know it…” she lazily said as her eyes snapped open. “Oh shit…”

Andrew raised an eyebrow as he was presented with a puzzle.

“Bad dream?” Andrew shifted a little to get his other arm around her.

“…yeah” she muttered while looking away from his eyes. “I…”

His breathing dulled and his muscles tightened. A few months ago his organic reaction would have been to scowl and anticipate how she was going to take it out on him. Andrew just held her and gently traced his fingers down her back.

“It’s ok…” he uttered as thoughts of sleep were jettisoned like blood from the impact site of a cleaver. “It was just a dream…and I’m here for you.”

Andrew’s heart dropped when he noticed moisture building on his chest. His sister was silently crying. Even on his worst days he couldn’t find joy in her crying. Now that he could say that he had his sister back; it was somehow heavier.

“…Andrew…” Ashley whispered as she meekly lifted her head to make eye contact.

He met his sister’s cherry blossom eyes and the absence of a smirk made him more concerned. Andrew almost didn’t notice that the unnatural shadows were retreating from the tiny, ethereal glow her irises had adopted whenever she wasn’t standing in direct sunlight.

“Do you feel…different?”

Andrew paused when he heard her question. Everything was different but her tone made it clear that there was a very specific thing she was asking about. His brow furrowed and his smile faded from his face.

“Pretty sure that we both feel different.” Andrew said calmly. “And it’s been great.”

“Do you feel different?” Ashley repeated plainly. “Fuck…I mean…do you feel…wrong?”

Andrew paused and tried to make sense of what she was asking. Clearly her nightmare had left an impression on her. He went back to running his hand through her hair to reassure her.

“I feel that for who we are, what we are, where we started, and where we’re going: this is as close to right as we’ve ever been.”

“Have…have you had any dreams that weren’t bad but just weird?”

Andrew smirked and Ashley very faintly let out something between a snort and a laugh.

“I mean since the one that came true recently, dummy.”

“No” Andrew answered before kissing her forehead again. “I don’t think I’ve had any dreams since then.”

“So…no weird dreams about plush bunnies and cages?”

Andrew paused and noticed that she couldn’t look him in the eye when the word ‘bunnies’ crossed her lips. He presumed that it was relevant to her recent nightmare. There wasn’t anything immediately in his head that seemed to fit into the puzzle she was laying on him. His own dreams were a lot more blunt about what they had to say. The very notion that his sister who lived her whole life without a filter had dreams that hid messages in vague symbolisms was peculiar.

“You think that…thing…is messing with you?” Andrew narrowly held back most of his flash of acidic bite.

“No…I did this…I think” Ashley let out a defeated sigh and weakly squeezed him tighter. “I think I fucked you up more than I already did…”

“Ashley” Andrew cut her off softly as he shifted her into eye contact. “We’re working past how things were. We’ve come a long way. Sure, I’ll admit that there was a time when I didn’t want to fix us…and that I just wanted you to just let go…but I’m past that. You’re my sister and I love you. We’re fucked up…but we’re stronger for it.”

“…mine” Ashley whispered as she nuzzled against his chest. “Because you’re my brother…mine.”

Andrew hesitated as her words echoed in his head. Usually such things are conveyed with overt possessiveness. This time was different. It sounded more like she was asking a question and genuinely afraid of being rejected. There was no underlying presence of her temper or spiteful nature. It almost sounded like she was brow beaten by what she was to the point where he could get up and leave.

A profound thought radiated in his core. Ashley was breaking. The pink eyed monster in his arms was fragile in a way that didn’t leave her volatile. He gently cupped her cheek in his hand and softly kissed her slightly chapped lips. He could feel her body rapidly lose the strength to keep her grip. For such a simple gesture to have this much power over her was cathartic. She suddenly had a burst of energy and desperately kissed him back.

“Mine” Ashley softly said as if only to reassure herself. “My Andrew. My Andy. My brother. Mine. The best thing in the whole world.”

“Yours” Andrew assured her as a hand rested on her lower back. “I’m not going anywhere.”

That manic spark was in her eyes and Andrew slowly brushed some stray hair aside so he could see it clearer. Her lips curled into that familiar grin and he took it as a sign that she was feeling better. Those devilish eyes widened and her lips trembled.

Did she momentarily forget that she had a nightmare?

“I killed him” Ashley whispered. “He looked like you…but different…”

Andrew listened to her because it felt like it was what she needed. Also because he had no idea how to respond to what she just said. Her shaking fingers traced his neck as if looking for an injury. Eyes widened as he realized that where she explored mirrored where a strangulation bruise used to live over her throat. Profound guilt seeped into his bones and his breathing became labored. Whether she noticed or not was going to be ones of those questions that might never get an answer.

“You gotta promise me” his sister uttered as if shaking with fear. “If you have a dream about a super weird place with anorexic looking trees with red leaves…tell me everything.”

“Yeah…I can do that”

“Promise me.”

“I promise” Andrew sighed while gently rubbing her lower back. “I’ll tell you.”

Ashley nodded to herself. He could feel in her now limp muscles that she was trusting him. The soft glow in her eyes pierced him as they usually did. It seemed that she took him at his word and everything was suddenly better.

“Mine” Ashley hissed with impish confidence. The gears in her head suddenly sprung to life. “I’ll never let you forget it.”

“Kinda hard to forget when you’re naked on top of me with my hand on your ass” Andrew said with a dry smile.

Ashley focused on that manic glint in her brother’s eyes. There was no pretending that she was projecting or pretending. Something changed in him. She had changed something in him. When they fell asleep with the trinket sandwiched between their hands and she saw the space between worlds, she had given his soul a push towards what she wanted. Her hand traced through his short hair.

For the first time in her life, she was being confronted by her damage. Everyone who ever had a problem with her could fuck a tree made of broken glass. Sure, she was broken but the world was more fucked up than it made her out to be. Andrew had started to become an exception. He was equally broken. He was the only person in the world who understood her. He was the only person in the world who loved her.

He was the only person who mattered.

Ashley frowned and buried her face into his chest. There was a sliver of guilt in her chest. Back when she had her dream at their parents’ house, the phantoms in her heart had put her choices on trial. The things she did for Andrew were recontextualized as things she had done to him. All she saw was a recap of her greatest hits. She knew damn well what she was walking into when she crossed that one door. She knew damn well what she was about. Altering the portraits in the final room wasn’t a confession: it was a bold declaration of how she saw the world and how they fit into it. The light of the Entity had peeled away the shadows to reveal the beautiful truth underneath the lies that others used to mask the simple truths that the world couldn’t handle.

And yet…there was the possibility that the Entity had taken it as a request to make him see it.

Andrew was different. Ashley was blessed with the closest thing to a do-over that she would ever get.

It terrified her that her dark heart might one day accidentally bend him too far and break something that mattered to her.

She needed her brother. She loved her brother. She was happy with who he was turning into.

She meekly squeezed his body. For the first time in her life, she felt like she had to protect him from herself as well as everything else.

“What time do we gotta be out of there?” Ashley asked while trying to mask how badly she needed her head to pick something else to focus on.

“They want us out by ten in the morning. I’d rather us be out around nine. The less we have to see the management, the better.”

“And where do we go after that?”

“Well…we have more options now” Andrew said softly. “We’re dead. Mom and dad are dead. The apartment is burnt down. The only living person who has any idea of what we’re about is dead.”

Ashley felt a tiny spark ignite in her heart when Andrew casually acknowledged the death of that succubus cunt.

“We…have the option of suddenly being alive” Andrew whispered as if suddenly realizing something. “Everyone tied to the insurance scam is gone. We’re not swimming in cash. Heck, we’re clearly tired and hungry. We took a brother and sister trip. It was just the two of us. We ran out of money and came back to everything being kinda fucked.”

Ashley sighed and scooted a bit so her ear was over his heart.

“That hitman” Andrew continued casually. “Really Fucking Dead. Whoever sent him is probably gonna eat the loss and move. The people who know too much gotta know by now that we’re not to be fucked with. We haven’t done anything to them, but looking into people we might hide with will result in dead ends. We erased people who can connect dots to us.”

Andrew gently kissed her forehead.

“We can be the new and improved Mr and Mrs Graves.”

Ashley dug her fingernails into his skin excitedly and wriggled so her eyes were mere inches from his.

“The house needs a bit of work” she said with a smirk on her face. “But it’s not too bad.”

“I’m sure there’s some legal reason why it’s ours as long as we can take up the payments on it” Andrew mused before passionately kissing her. “Mom did offer to hook me up with a job where she worked. Most of what she said was bullshit…but with all the effort that she put into pretending to be the perfect mother, I’ve probably got good standing with some people there. It might not be an instant hiring, but it might be a solid foot in the door.”

“We can have it all” she whispered almost to herself. “But…should we? That might be too risky. Whoever sent the hitman might take another shot.”

“We can’t go from motel to motel forever” Andrew answered while trying to reassure her. “The longer we jump around, the more people we give to the demon, and that means the higher the pile of bodies gets from us just trying to keep our heads above water. At this point…we’re safer planting our feet down and it may as well be their place.”

Andrew’s eyes glittered with that manic radiance and the darkness in Ashley’s eyes danced with it for a silent moment. Andrew ruined the moment by speaking.

“And if another hitman shows up…well…we’re getting better at ditching bodies and it’s basically free food for the demon.”

Ashley forgave him for taking away the romantic atmosphere that they had. She lazily yawned and settled back into him.

“It will feel like home” she said softly, permitting her voice to convey her vulnerable longing. “I don’t know what that feels like. You might have to describe it to me.”

Ashley’s impish smile became a fanged grin.

“They took our lives. We’re taking all their shit. Their house, their friends, their lives, everything. Fucking awesome way of snagging an inheritance.”

“More like tying up loose ends” Andrew replied while innocently squeezing her rear. “We already took the money and blew it. Cheap motels and eating out all the time is a lot more expensive than I figured. Might as well go back for the rest. It would be a shame to let it go to waste. Mom talked a big game about providing for us; so she might as well be somewhat right.”

Plus condoms weren’t cheap. Sure they weren’t exactly expensive, but it was one more thing that ate their dwindling cash supply.

“So we’re really doing this?” Ashley asked hopefully. “We’re gonna go back to a nice house with a cozy wood stove and a garden?”

“Abso-fucking-lutley.”

